Theory and practice of theatre in higher education: Body and mind? Or neither body nor mind? A survey among the students of Yeditepe University, Theatre Department  by Yanikkaya, Zerrin
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877–0428 © 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2011.03.285
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 15 (2011) 1323–1327
WCES-2011
Theory and practice of theatre in higher education: body and mind? 
Or neither body nor mind? A survey among the students of 
Yeditepe University, Theatre Department  
Zerrin YanÕkkaya* 
aTheatre Department, Faculty of Fine Arts, Yeditepe University, ønönü Mah. KayÕúda÷Õ Cad. 26 A÷ustos Yerleúimi 34755 Ataúehir - østanbul,  
Turkey 
Abstract 
This study aimed to investigate a highly debated topic in university education; the relationship between theory and practice, as 
perceived by the students. In particular the aim was to understand the students of the Drama Department, Faculty of Fine Arts, 
Yeditepe University. This study showed that the reluctance of students was not only limited to theoretical courses but also 
included a reluctance to participate in practical courses and workshops. It was also noted that university education was not 
perceived by the students as a process in which universal knowledge is discussed and critical thinking is encouraged, rather it was  
seen only as a source of vocational training.
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1.  Introduction 
The author has over ten year’s experience of teaching students who want to be actors in different drama 
departments. As in many other countries most academics working in the field of drama are not trained in 
pedagogical theory. This is also the case in Turkey. Therefore, by trial and error, the methods of training and 
evaluation should be revised, considering the needs of students, requirements of university education, changing 
methods of producing knowledge as well as the circumstances of the society we live in. Teaching should be an 
interactive process developing and evolving along with the students rather than a one way knowledge transfer. 
Personal and theoretical knowledge and experience reserves are refreshed through participation and by questions 
raised from the class. This process highlights knowledge that is taken for granted by the teacher but unknown to the 
student, and leads the academic into a dynamic path of teaching-learning and knowledge sharing.  
Personal observations and experience in recent years indicate that students have difficulties in relating their 
theoretical background to their acting practice. This is true during the school rehearsals, even if they do not “hate 
theory” just as stated by Robert Cohen. Students tend to have a clear-cut distinction between theory and practice. 
They willingly express that they are bored with theoretical courses and opine that they are unnecessary. They 
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believe that ‘theoretical rubbish’ (in their own words) will be of no use in their career as actors. This clear 
distinction between theory and practice is not only specific to our drama students; it is also the case in many drama 
departments.  
The dichotomy between theory and practice in higher education for theatre looks like it is the result of the 
dichotomy between body and mind. Body-mind dualism is mostly attached to Descartes, whereas it has long been 
argued since Plato. What emerges is a split in drama education when it comes to theory and practice. Within the 
Cartesian model of the mind/body split it is nearly impossible to talk about different relationships among image, 
mind, and body, to think of images as anything more than visual representations. (Riley 2004: 446). In the fields of 
art and theatre mental processes, thinking and images are of great importance.  This split between mind and body 
damages both the education of art and the artist.  This turns the education of art into a somewhat simplistic 
vocational training. Thus the relationship between creativity and knowledge turns into one that is coincidental and 
accidental, rather than intentional. Whereas accordingly “the recent research of linguistic philosophers and 
phenomenologist... our embodied experience shapes our thinking”, and “also illuminates how our embodied doing is 
always mind-full, i.e. how acting necessarily includes such cognitive dimensions as a perceiving consciousness” 
(Lakoff & Johnson, cited by Zarilli: 113). Concomitantly similar to the dichotomy between body and mind, we 
“create ‘false’ dichotomies between theory and practice, doing and thinking, the ‘profession’ and ‘academy’” rather 
than constructing “potentially more productive dialogic relationship that equally appreciates”(Zarilli: 111) two poles 
of this opposition.  
The history of theatre education shows that it did not have a specific and separate curriculum design for theatre. 
Drama departments in higher education started as a offshoot from the Faculty of Letters in most countries. Thus, the 
curriculum of these departments was based on drama and analysis of play-texts (Hamar, 1954; Berkeley, 2001, 
2008; ùener 1998). The first theatre departments in Turkey were founded at Ankara University Faculty of Letters 
(1964) and Istanbul University Faculty of Letters (1964) as an agent of modernity. Conservatories providing 
vocational education were subsumed into Hacettepe University in 1982 and Istanbul University in 1986.  
In  the  western  world,  which  is  taken as  an  educational  model,  since  the  beginning of  twentieth  century  it  had  
been understood that theatre was something more than literature and the most important part of it was its relation to 
the  public.  The  role  of  an  actor,  being  flesh  and bone  on stage,  and the  curriculum of  the  departments  have  also  
changed. In some cases, just as it happened in the Turkish context, sometime later they tried to incorporate 
conservatory education into the university as an acting department. When conservatory students were focusing on 
vocational studies of body, voice, sound and movement, theatre department students were directed to broaden 
intellectual horizons. The intention was that the opportunities of working together would increase by dividing the 
education into expertise fields. What happened in practice was a degradation of theatre into isolated fields of 
expertise, where everybody was focused only on their own field of interest. In the 1990s, theatre departments took 
their place under the Fine Arts Faculty’s curriculum, but the dichotomy between theory and practice (or as Phillip B. 
Zarilli says opposing “doing” and “thinking”) still remains unresolved. The following analysis is an attempt to 
explore this dichotomy which seems to be a major problem in education in general, not only for theatre education.  
Current Education and Curriculum in Yeditepe University, Theatre Department 
The Theatre department of the Fine Arts Faculty, Yeditepe University, where the author has worked for   three 
years, is a department accepting students based on their stage performance and applying a curriculum mostly based 
on acting training. Courses are classified as theoretical and practical and credited differently. During their four years 
education, other than compulsory courses called YOK courses (an abbreviation for Turkish Higher Education 
Council) such as Turkish Republic History, Humanities, Turkish and English, there are the following compulsory 
theoretical courses: History of World Theatre, Text Analysis and History of Turkish Theatre. Students are registered 
to these courses which have a total of 9 credits, each lasting 3 hours a week. On the other hand, they are credited a 
total of 66 credits for the compulsory practical courses for 132 hours in four years. For theoretical and practical 
elective courses they receive 30 hours/credits in four years. As compulsory theoretical courses include only history 
and text analysis, the elective courses aim to provide critical thinking abilities and the knowledge required for 
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university education. The curriculum is periodically changed and refreshed in order to keep the students informed of 
the recent developments in theatre and intellectual circles.  
During the compulsory and elective courses taught in the last two years it was observed that, apart from some 
exceptional ones, most of the students were reluctant to read or participate in the classes. They were only there for 
the sake of attendance in order to fulfil the minimum requirements to pass. This situation highlighted the urgent 
need to revise the curriculum. Students from other departments such as Anthropology, Psychology and Media were 
more interested and successful than the drama department students. This demonstrated that the given reasons for a 
lack of interest in the drama department were not valid for students in other departments. Therefore it was crucially 
important to gain an understanding of both reasons of theatre students’ indifference towards theoretical courses and 
why two indispensable aspects of theatre cannot support each other.  
Survey and Interview 
This study was of 56 of the 78 registered students (the other 22 were still at the English preparatory school of the 
university, and were not registered to any theoretical and/or practical courses at the department). Students were 
delivered a questionnaire in December 2010 and, based on the results of the questionnaire, they were interviewed. 
The number of students coming for the interview after filling in the questionnaires was 31 out of those 56 students. 
Of the 25 students who were not interviewed:  3 of them had suspended registration, some of them did not attend the 
courses, and some others did not attend the interview; and are left out of the study. Of the twenty four questions in 
the questionnaire, some were open-ended and some of them were multiple choice. 
The most surprising outcome was that only 6.5 % of the students wanted to be theatre actors only. The majority, 
65 % wanted to become a film and television actor, 6.5 % playwrights and 6.5 % “anything about theatre” (director, 
actor,  play-writer)  in  their  own  words  and  the  rest  of  them  want  to  be  academics,  theatre  critics,  musicians  and  
fishermen. A small number, 6.5 % of them did not answer this question. During the interview the students stated that 
becoming a television or film actor was easier than becoming a theatre actor. They believed that neither theoretical 
courses, nor even the practical ones were necessary to achieve this goal. They voiced their dislike for theoretical 
courses as these would not be of any help to them in the “market”. In real life an actor could well work for theatre, 
cinema or television, during their career. Students in the theatre department seem to have a very narrow vision of 
their future career, mainly directed towards being a cinema/television actor. This narrow perspective explains the 
given answers in the questionnaire, and also the dismissive attitude towards theoretical education in the department.   
When asked, 71% of students think that they should pay more attention to practical courses in order to become a 
better theatre actor. When they are asked if they have paid good attention to the term “theatre actor” they confess 
that they take it as actor in general. The remaining 29 % believe that both theoretical and practical courses would be 
helpful in developing their career. In their vocabulary, practical courses mean the ones when they are on stage or the 
ones they are working physically. However these statements are not reflected in their participation rates to the 
workshops organised during the 2010-2011 Fall semester. Only 6 % of the students participated in all of the 
workshops organised to instruct different acting techniques like Stage Fighting, Capoeira, Sense Memory, and 
Feldenkrais Method. When asked, 29 % reported that they participated in most of these workshops yet the 
attendance sheets show that they only participated in one or two of them. Also, 39 % of them stated that they 
participated in some of the workshops but in fact they were only present in one of them. A further 16 % said they 
rarely  participated  in  training  activities  and  they  participated  in  one  or  none  of  the  workshops.  Only  9  %  of  the  
students did not attend any workshops at all. The latter two groups (25 %) mostly included the students who stated 
that they would prefer to become a cinema or television actor rather than a theatre actor.  
When asked, 61 % of the students reported that they could remember more easily when they applied the 
knowledge that they had learned. The other 39 % said that they could remember things better simply by thinking 
about  the  subject.  The  percentage  of  students  who  believe  that  they  should  first  try  when  they  come  across  with  
something new was 42 %. Conversely, 58 % of them said that they should think about it first. Upon comparing these 
results with the taught courses, it was observed that they had difficulties in remembering the knowledge they 
obtained through thinking or practice.  
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Generally speaking, the answers students provided and their performance in the courses were inconsistent. This 
could be mostly explained by the moral hazard introduced by a drama department lecturer performing the 
interviews. Rather than giving honest answers, the students gave statements which they felt may benefit their grades. 
Still, the number of students stating their dissatisfaction with their education was quite high. Most of them attended 
both theoretical and practical courses without any preparation, whereas 90 % stated that they attended the classes 
after doing the necessary research. Observations and discussions with other academics proved the contrary was true. 
During the interview the question was repeated and the students asked about the reasons for not being prepared; 
except for three students all of them repeated their previous statements. Those three students who confessed that 
they did not prepare before the course, stated that they lacked inner discipline and did not spend enough time 
studying. One student stated that he failed in theoretical courses because he was not interested in theoretical courses. 
Later it was found out that the same student also failed in practical courses due to the same reason.   
Conclusion 
Student opinion and dissatisfaction related to the courses were due to their unmet demands. This outcome 
underlines the necessity of a revision in the educational system in the department. It is possible to redesign a 
curriculum that does not separate theory from practice, life from art, body from mind. This can be done while 
aiming at creative and critical thinking and by taking the students’ vantage point into consideration. However, it is 
also clear that revising the curriculum alone may not be sufficient. As soon as the students are registered in the 
theatre department, they get carried away with the celebrity-interview line and they think - in Cohen’s words- acting 
is “just a matter of natural genius”, or “being true to oneself”, or “to one's nutritional or Zen guru”. One reason for 
that is the attitude of the actors that students use as their role models. Further, is their belief that the highly paid roles 
in television series and movies that they hope to win will be due to their physical appearance and theatre department 
student cards not for their developed talents.  
One of the most important endeavours of theatre practitioners was directed at liberating the performer from all 
sorts of blocks (Camilleri 2008: 254). Students who are used to a rote learning education system have to be freed 
from these blocks in order to learn critical thinking, question given situations and develop new vantage points. 
Robert Cohen explained that the hatred against theory was observed among the acting students who associated this 
freedom with only physical freedom by the fact that they were partly impatient and hasty. Besides, students and 
some acting instructors tend to stay away from theoretical courses, assuming that thinking would lessen the actor’s 
intuitional impulses -Cohen states that it definitely would do so- or restrain the creative effort with pre-shaped 
knowledge (Cohen 1995, ùener 2009). As opposed to this discussion line, the etymological roots of the word theory 
is nothing but comprehending, analysing and deducing the daily life and practical works from a certain distance. 
Therefore, to overcome the hatred or the fear mingled with apathy against theory, theory needs to be used to solve 
practical problems. Thus, the teaching techniques in the field of theatre should be revised again and again. 
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